Does reduction of blood prolactin levels reveal the activation of central dopaminergic pathways conveying reward in top athletes?
Prolactin blood levels are modulated directly by CNS via the known tubero-infundibular dopaminergic neurons which exert an inhibitory action on lactotrope cells in the hypophysis. Prolactin is devoid of peripheral negative feedback and via lesser known central pathways (e.g., mesolimbic and mesocortical) might be further tuned by means of appropriate stimuli (e.g., addictive drugs, gambling, exercise and so forth). Therefore, a prolactin test can be utilised to obtain an objective index to assess the compliance to exercise in men. This index may be used to identify the most suitable athlete for a given sport and mainly to survey exercise as rewarding behaviour in trained people. Prolactin was assessed in male top world windsurfers (WS) and in a control group of non-windsurfer trained subjects (CS) during an exercise simulating marine windsurfing. The result was that prolactin levels decreased significantly in WS with respect to CS when compared with pre-test levels (WS: -22.7%; P<0.05).